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Those who doubted western Kansas could ever support a popular center for arts and
· culture would have to marvel at the success of Sheridan Coliseum. Fortunately, the
faithful outnumbered the disbelievers, and thanks to their support, Fort Hays State
continues the coliseum's heritage with the newly renovated Sheridan Hall and the
Beach/Schmidt Performing Arts Center.
Skepticism began, ironically, with the man the coliseum was named for long before
the school existed. In 1866, Gen. Phillip Sheridan, then stationed at the Fort Hays
military post, wrote, "These plains can never be cultivated, never be filled with
inhabitants ... but can at least become one vast pasture ground."
At one time, the building site, as well as the rest of campus, was just that. Buffalo
grazed there, and later, the Hays City cow herd was pastured there. But after the school's
founding in 1902, its needs grew as it grew. President William A Lewis, the institution's
second administrator, saw the need for a cultural center for students and western
Kansans alike. In 1913, when Lewis began his tenure, there was no auditorium on
campus large enough for the thousands he envisioned would come. He set out to get the
building he needed.
In 1915, Sheridan was the only new-building appropriation made by the state
Legislature. Lewis believed the proper facilities would bring western Kansas to Fort
Hays, so Sheridan was intended for multi-purpose use. The arena was designed to be
used as an auditorium and gymnasium, with the maple floor made in easily-removed
sections for events such as horse shows. The rest of the building was reserved for
academics and nearly doubled the amount of classroom space available.
The groundbreaking ceremony was April 2, 1916. Lou Wallace, student body
president, turned the first shovel of sod, beginning a long-time association between
Sheridan and students. For more than 60 years. Sheridan was home for many academic
areas and student activities such as musical and drama performances, dances,
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athletics, lectures and concerts. Originally, Sheridan housed the academic areas of
. music, blacksmithing, farm carpentry, gas and steam engines and engineering.
Agriculture, biology, physics, art. nursing, physical education and auto mechanics were
also taught there through the years. Sheridan also contained offices for the
administration, printing and health department.
As Sheridan neared completion in 1917. many doubted its 3, 700-seat auditorium G:U(kij;f/7·
(

could ever be filled. But they were proved wrong on the night of March 24, 1917. when "II
Travatore," the first grand opera ever presented in western Kansas, opened the
coliseum. The auditorium was packed to capacity.
The location of the Frat Hays State Normal School halfway between Denver and
Kansas City proved to be a benefit, as it was a convenient stop for traveling performers.
Madame Schumann-Heink, a world-reknown contralto, had appeared twice before
packed houses by 1922. The New York Philharmonic and Minneapolis Symphony
orchestras were among others who performed there during tours.
Sheridan was home to one of the most popular annual events on campus, the music
festival week, although it was a relatively short-lived tradition. The festival was
established in 1919 by H.E. Malloy, first director of the music department, in part to
promote community and public-school music programs. The festival's slogan "Singing
Western Kansas Into Tune" became a catch-phrase throughout the region. The festivals
featured world-known vocal and instrumental soloists, and music, dance and artwork
by faculty, students and community members. In 1921, a high-school music contest was
added. The highlight of each festival was the 600-member community chorus, assisted
by the guest soloists and accompanied by a 52-piece orchestra. Throughout the years of
the festival, the chorus performed such works as "The Messiah," "The Creation" and
"Elijah." The festival continued through the 1930s, but was discontinued by the early
'40s.
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The community chorus also presented an annual Christmas performance in the
. coliseum. For many years, "The Messiah" was the usual presentation. The State College
Leader on Dec. 12, 1940, called the performance "one of the outstanding musical events
of the year in western Kansas," and the editor compared it to riding in a fast car over a
hilly country road. "Such a comparison may seem sacrilegious or something," the
editor wrote, ''but that's the best way we can compare the chills that run up and down our
spine whenever such a large group of voices reaches the Hallelujah chorus."
The arts were not the only popular attraction in Sheridan. The auditorium was
home to Tiger athletics until 1973, and men's basketball was the main attraction. It's
estimated that more than 500 Tiger games were played in the "Snakepit," including
some of the most successful seasons during the '50s and '60s. Fans would line up for
tickets hours before game time, and those able to get inside early would play cards,
study or eat brown-bag dinners while they waited to cheer on the Tigers.
Numerous high-school tournaments were played there during the years, too. In the
early days, Sheridan was the first indoor court some of the teams had played on. The
spaciousness was often overwhelming compared to their home courts, as John J. Vogel,
a member of the Phillipsburg High School team remembered in "The First 75 Years," a
history of the univresity written by Dr. James Forsyth, dean of the graduate school.
"Our entire high school, parking lot and all, would have fit under that high arching
roof," Vogel said. "During the game, fighting for the ball and finally having it in my
hands, I couldn't find our goal: I felt as though I was looking for a basket out in the
middle of eighty acres. That coliseum was just too much for a country boy."
But by the late 1960s, it was evident the school was outgrowing Sheridan. New
facilities were built for athletics and offices moved, but those who remembered
Sheridan's glory days demanded it remain an active part of the university. Offices and
the auditorium remained in use until the mid- l 980s, when a modified role for Sheridan
was planned.
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In 1984, the university received approval from the Legislature to remodel the
. structure into administrative offices and a performing arts center on the condition that
private donations of $2 million be raised for the center. In 1987, with the school's
largest-ever fund drive well undeiway, the construction began. The remodeling came in
three phases: sandblasting of the limestone exterior and installation of new windows;
gutting the interior; and building walls, pouring concrete and the finishing touches.
Private funds for the performing arts center came in steadily throughout the
beginnings of the project, but one final donation was recognized with high honor. In
April 1990, Hays residents Ross and Marianna Beach and Bob and Pat Schmidt together
contributed $750,000 to the project. In recognition, the university will dedicate the
Beach-Schmidt Performing Arts Center in a three-day celebration in April 1991,
featuring the Orchestre National De Lyon from France.
The rededication of the administrative side of Sheridan Hall in Feb. 1991 assures
its importance in campus activities, and the opening of Beach-Schmidt will continue to
bring culture to the plains. The Encore Series, which brings to campus national and
international performers in music, dance and theatre, has already found a home there.
This new life for Sheridan Hall will no doubt continue the traditions of its glory days.

